ABSTRACT. This article provides a qualified defence of economic indicators of human well being. Purchasing power obviously matters as a prerequisite for obtaining basic needs; abundant examples of human behaviour even in the richest countries in the world suggest that it matters for many other reasons, as well. Despite the shortcomings of indicators like GDP and GNP, richer nations (like richer individuals) have options that are simply not available to poorer ones. A particularly serious limitation of such indicators arises from their failure to take into account the distribution of income and wealth, both within and among nations. Higher income does not automatically lead to increased well being, but extreme caution is in order about attempts to dismiss its contribution, or to pathologize certain forms of consumption. While arguing the merits of a lifestyle less organized around consumption, proponents of sustainable development must acknowledge the strength of the evidence that money matters.
: : : there was a long bitter sporadically violent strike in effect against Ferris Plastics where Muriel used to work, we saw the strikers marching carrying their red-lettered A.F. OF L. STRIKE signs we saw their drawn faces, worried angry eyes the eyes of men and women who don't control their futures knowing FINANCES are the wormy heart of our civilization, can you live in dignity with such a truth?
Joyce Carol Oates, Foxfire: Confessions of a Girl Gang (Dutton, New York, 1993) , p. 213.
INTRODUCTION: HOW MONEY MATTERS
It has now been ten years since the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) , better known as the Brundtland Commission, popularized the concept of sustainable development: "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987: p. 43 development and environmental management. When advocates of sustainability have paid explicit attention to human well being, they have tended to focus on two issues: (a) the privation that goes along with poverty in much of the world, and the attendant downward spiral of economic desperation and environmental degradation; and (b) the supposed need to recognize limits to growth with respect to the incomes and/or consumption in (roughly) the richest one-fifth of the world. I take for granted the ethical imperative identified by the Brundtland Commission of giving overriding priority to the essential needs of the world's poor, and (I hope uncontroversially) further assume that this means raising their incomes substantially. Ironically, much of what passes for development policy on the part of the international community has had precisely the opposite effect. Research carried out for UNICEF during the 1980s identified a number of direct and indirect links among income losses, the structural adjustment policies imposed on many developing countries, and declines in the welfare of children (especially the children of the poor) as measured by such indicators as malnutrition, infant mortality, child deaths, and the educational attainment of children (Cornia, 1987;  for an update of these findings that reaches similar conclusions see Stewart, 1991). The mechanisms through which economic decline and structural adjustment are linked to declines in child welfare include unemployment and declining incomes for those still employed; cutbacks in food subsidies (since food prices have a disproportionate impact on the well being of the poor); and reduction or elimination of governmental expenditures on providing basic services (Cornia, 1987: 35-47; Stewart, 1991 Stewart, : 1849 Stewart, -1854 . Similarly, by the middle of the 1980s the indebtedness of the capital-importing developing countries had created a situation in which those countries were paying out US $41 billion a year more (in 1985) than they were receiving in the form of new capital inflows (WCED, 1987: p. 69 ) -a situation with direct links to deterioration in child survival rates, nutrition and other such indicators (UNICEF, 1990: pp. 35, 64; UNDP, 1992: pp. 45-47) .
The intimate connection between lack of purchasing power and unmet basic needs is by no means confined to the so-called Third World. Lost in the 1995-96 debate on "welfare reform" in the United States were the grotesque inadequacy of the financial assistance
